Bearing the Burden: Fresno’s mothers of color are suffering, and the city wants to help.Why is that so hard? by Katcher, Margaret
UC Berkeley
Recent Work
Title
Bearing the Burden: Fresno’s mothers of color are suffering, and the city wants to help.Why 
is that so hard?
Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/07h57555
Author
Katcher, Margaret
Publication Date
2018-04-01
Supplemental Material
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/07h57555#supplemental
License
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0
eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California
Margaret Katcher 
Graduate School of Journalism 
2018 
 
Bearing the Burden:  
Fresno’s mothers of color are suffering, and the city wants to help.  
Why is that so hard? 
 
Abstract 
 
Lucy Gomez, Shanae Fuller, and La’Shawn Gaines didn’t have the births they wanted. Neither 
did nearly eight thousand women in America this week. Doctors call these cases -- preterm birth 
and low birthweight babies -- adverse birth outcomes. But a woman’s account of her “outcome” 
tells a story far longer than the course of her pregnancy.  
 
Fresno County’s rates of preterm birth, babies born before 37 weeks, are among the highest in 
the country. In one southwest Fresno ZIP, the rate is 12 percent. And for black women living in 
that ZIP, it’s 21 percent. For white women in a wealthier north Fresno neighborhood, it’s five 
percent.  
 
The problem of adverse birth outcomes is viewed as so severe by Fresno civic leaders that 
they’ve joined with a coalition of researchers to address it. The city is one of six in the world to 
be included in The Preterm Birth Initiative, a 10-year, $100 million research effort backed by the 
University of California at San Francisco and private funding. 
 
John Capitman, director of the Central Valley Health Policy Institute, was one of the early 
developers and leaders of the initiative. He doesn't believe that the commonly cited risk factors -  
poverty, drug use, and homelessness - get to the heart of birth-related health disparities. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention lists “black race” as one of its risk factors. But 
Capitman and his colleagues believe that it’s racism, not race, that should be recognized as a risk 
factor.  
 
This is the story, told in text, audio, and photos, of three women who didn’t have the birth 
outcomes they wanted. The project inspects the societal structures that make health inequality 
possible, and explores an approach that could improve health outcomes.  
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